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On April 13-15 in Santiago (Chile), ministers and delegates from 47 Latin American Caribbean
nations participated in the 24th biannual meetings of the UN Economic Commission for Latin
America and the Caribbean. Highlights of major discussion topics are summarized below. * After
two years empirical and theoretical analyses, ECLAC presented a poverty alleviation proposal
titled, "Equidad y transformacion productiva: un enfoque integrado." The Commission's proposal
states that macroeconomic stability is a pre-condition for incorporating equitable income and
wealth distribution with sustainable "productive structure transformation." According to ECLAC,
for decades regional governments have been caught up in the pendulum swings of economic
policy informed by the philosophies of state intervention ("socializing tendency"), liberalism,
monetarism, populism, and military dictatorship. Governments are now called on to continue
reform measures initiated in the 1980s, i.e., institutionalizing fiscal equilibrium, organizing and
expanding respective tax bases and collection mechanisms, and commitment to keeping the lid on
inflation. ECLAC's proposal states that the government and the private sector should concentrate
on respective areas of competence. The private sector must focus on production. The government
should focus on infrastructure maintenance and expansion as needed, and policy measures to
sustain macroeconomic equilibrium. In a context of economic stability, and reallocation of public
sector resources, the "challenge of poverty can be met." The number of Latin Americans below
the poverty level is currently estimated at between 180 and 240 million. According to ECLAC,
economic crisis and the collapse of government- provided services over the past decade have
created conditions for a "social volcano," i.e., the exacerbation of income and wealth inequities
and growing impoverishment. The Commission's study does not propose increased government
spending to reduce poverty but rather more efficient and appropriate resource allocation aimed
at self- help. The ECLAC strategy effectively focuses on education as the modus operandi of
development, job creation, and improved health and living conditions. One way to improve public
sector resource allocation supported by ECLAC is the reduction of military spending and other
"unproductive expenditures." The Commission reiterated the arguments put forth by International
Monetary Fund and World Bank officials last year as justification: the end of the Cold War and
the collapse of communist bloc. In addition, ECLAC pointed out that the "threat" of guerrilla
insurgencies in Latin American nations with the exceptions of Peru, Colombia and Guatemala has
also been extinguished. The report contained statistics on military spending by Latin American
governments in 1986. In that year, Cuban military spending was equal to 7.4% of GDP; in Peru, 6.5%;
El Salvador, 3.7%; Chile, 3.6%; Panama, 2%; Ecuador, 1.6%; Brazil, 0.9%, and Mexico, 0.6%. Most
other Latin American nations were in the 1.6% to 0.9% of GDP range. ECLAC executive secretary
Gert Rosenthal said that he was surprised social and political tensions were not greater considering
the overall deterioration in living standards for the majority of Latin Americans over the past 10
years. According to Rosenthal, ECLAC's suggestions are not revolutionary, but rather pragmatic,
based on experience and the region's realities. April 14: Numerous participants at the meetings in
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Santiago expressed commitment to economic and social development within the context of political
democracy. Several delegates pointed out that in the past six months the fragility of democracy
and Latin American political institutions has been evident in the cases of Haiti, Venezuela and
Peru. April 15: Ministers interviewed by foreign reporters said ECLAC's suggestions regarding
poverty alleviation were unanimously approved. Rosenthal reiterated the urgency of dealing with
the huge and growing "social debt" throughout Latin America and the Caribbean. He added that
the deterioration of living conditions and frustrated aspirations constitute "time bombs." (Basic
data from Agence France-Presse, 04/13/92; Spanish news service EFE, 04/11/92, 04/12/92, 04/14/92,
04/15/92)

-- End --
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